Quantification of fetal microchimeric cells in clinically affected and unaffected skin of patients with systemic sclerosis.
Fetal microchimerism has been hypothesized as a potential pathogenic mechanism for systemic sclerosis (SSc). This hypothesis was based on the clinical similarities between SSc and graft-vs-host disease and the identification of microchimeric cells in affected SSc tissues. The aim of this study was to compare the quantity of microchimeric cells in clinically affected and non-affected skin of female patients with SSc. Fluorescence in situ hybridization (FISH) and real-time PCR were employed in paired skin biopsies obtained from clinically affected and unaffected areas from five female SSc patients with diffuse cutaneous SSc (dcSSC) and 10 healthy women. All women in the study had delivered a male fetus. FISH analysis revealed the presence of male fetal cells in 1/5 SSc patients (20.0%) compared with 0/10 healthy women (P = 0.0037), whereas quantification by real-time PCR revealed that all SSc samples were positive for male DNA compared with none of the controls. In the five patients with dcSSc, there were similar numbers of microchimeric cells in both affected and unaffected skin (P = 0.4) The presence of higher numbers of microchimeric cells in clinically unaffected SSc skin, before any clinically detectable evidence of sclerotic changes, suggests that an influx of microchimeric cells may precede the development of tissue fibrosis. This provides additional support to the hypothesis that fetal microchimerism may play a role in the pathogenesis of SSc.